
An Overview Of The Bible
From Malachi To Matthew

I. Introduction
A. We would not say that a knowledge of the period between the Old and 

New Testaments is vital to one’s understanding of the four gospels, but 
it is very desirable, and indeed quite necessary.

B. It is surprising, however, how little is known of this period by most Bi-
ble students. A brief delineation of this period will be a good prelude to 
our study of the gospels.

II. The Persian Period
A. The Persian rule over Palestine, which started with the decree of Cyrus 

in 536 B.C. for the return of the Jewish remnant, continued until 332 
B.C., when Palestine fell under the power of Alexander the Great and 
his Graeco-Macedonian Empire.

B. This means that at the end of Malachi the Jews were still under Persian 
rule, and remained so for about the first 60 years of the intertesta-
mental era.

C. The latter part of the Persian period seems to have been uneventful. 
Palestine was part of the Syrian satrapy, and Persian rule seems to 
have been tolerant. The sacerdotal form of Jewish government was re-
spected, and the high priest given an increasing degree of civil power 
in addition to his religious office.

D. One important development during this time was the rise of the Sa-
maritans. After destroying the kingdom of Israel and dispersing the 
Israelites throughout the cities of the Meds, the Assyrian emperor re-
populated the cities of Israel with a people who had become known as 
the Samaritans. Later, it was from this people that Nehemiah encoun-
tered spiteful opposition when he came to rebuild the walls of Jerusa-
lem. Samaria still survives as an insulated community within a small 
area.

III. The Greek Period
A. Alexander the Great is such a meteoric phenomenon in history that 

one cannot but wonder what his total impact on the world would have 
been had he not suddenly died at the premature age of 32.

B. In his Syrian campaign he marched southward on Jerusalem. Josephus 
tells us how the high priest Jaddua met with Alexander to ask for leni-
ency. Alexander not only spared Jerusalem and offered sacrifice to 
God, but also had the prophecies of Daniel read to him concerning the 
overthrow of the Persian empire by a king of Grecia.



C. He treated the Jews very well, according them full rights of citizenship 
with the Greeks in his new city, Alexandria, and in other cities. This, in 
turn, created a very pro-Greek sympathies among the Jews, and along 
with Alexander’s spreading of the Greek language and civilization, had 
its far-reaching repercussions in the Hellenistic spirit which developed 
among the Jews and greatly affected their mental outlook afterward.

IV. The Maccabean Period
A. This is the longest of the periods of intertestamental history. The un-

timely death of Alexander precipitated an interval of confusion with re-
solved itself into a fourfold breakup of his empire under four generals: 
Ptolemy, Lysimachus, Cassander, and Seleucus.

B. After severe fighting, in which Judea, along with the other part of 
Syria, became again both the prize and the victim of the strife for con-
trol between the east and west, Judea fell to Ptolemy, along with 
Egypt.

C. Judea eventually fell under control of the stronger Syrians. The Syrian 
period was the most tragic part of the intertestamental era for the 
Jews. It is also during this time that Palestine divided into the five 
provinces known in the New Testament: Judea, Samaria, Galilee, 
Perea, and Trachonitis.

D. Antiochus the Great was harsh towards the Jews. So was his succes-
sor, Seleucus Philopator. Yet the Jews in Judea were still permitted to 
live under their own laws, administered by the high priest and his 
council as the nominal rulers.

E. Antiochus Epiphanes, the son of Antiochus the Great, wreaked havoc 
on the orthodox Jews by desecrating the temple and subjecting the 
population to monstrous cruelties. The temple sacrifices were abol-
ished. The Holy of Holies was pillaged and its furniture taken away. 
The Jewish religion was banned and circumcision was prohibited. The 
temple was rededicated to Jupiter Olympius and Jupiter Xenius. This 
was the darkest hour for God’s people.

F. The response to these atrocities was known as the Maccabean revolt, 
and it was one of the most heroic times in all history. The revolt was 
started by an aged priest, Mattathias, and developed by his son Judas, 
known subsequently as Judas Maccabeus, or the “hammer.” Mattathias 
and his followers grew into an army. They developed a powerful guer-
rilla warfare. They eventually recaptured Jerusalem and restored the 
temple and its services.

G. Under subsequent rulers, the Hasmonean line of high priests emerged. 
As time progressed, these rulers did not possess the earlier Maccabean 
qualities. Bitter partisan controversies became aggravated into con-



stant strife and a civil war that was only terminated by later Roman in-
tervention.

H. The Herod family now appears on the scene. Antipater, father of the 
Herod who ruled at the time of the Lord’s birth, managed to secure the 
support of the Roman general Pompey for his brother Hyrcanus. The 
other brother, Aristobulus, defied Rome. The result was a siege of Je-
rusalem. After a siege of three months Pompey took the city.

V. The Roman Period
A. Pompey’s subjugation of Jerusalem ended the interval of Judea’s re-

gained independence. Judea now became a province of the Roman 
Empire. The high priest was completely deprived of any royal status, 
and retained only a priestly function. This high priest, John Hyrcanus, 
marks the end of the Hasmonean and Maccabean line of high priests. 
The governing power was exercised by Antipater the Idumean, who 
was appointed procurator of Judea by Julius Caesar in 47 B.C.

B. Antipater appoint Herod as governor of Galilee when Herod was only 
15 years old. He was appoint king of the Jews about 40 B.C. Herod 
married Mariamne, the granddaughter of the Hasmonean, John Hyrca-
nus, and made her brother Aristobulus high priest.

C. However, he was cruel and sinister. He eventually killed all three of his 
wife’s brothers -- Antigonus, Aristobulus, and Hyrcanus. He later mur-
dered her, though she seems to have been the only one he was ever 
capable of loving. This was the “Herod the Great” who was king when 
the Lord was born.

VI. The Impact Of Hellenism On The Jews
A. The beginning of the sects.

1. The rise of the Jewish sects is traceable to the impact of Hellenism 
on the life and culture of the Near East.

2. Many of the Jews were willing to attempt a synthesis of Greek civili-
zation and Hebrew religion.

3. Other Jews reacted violently against the Hellenizers. They saw Hel-
lenism as a way of life which was opposed to that prescribed in the 
Old Testament.

B. The Pharisees.
1. The party of the Pharisees is first mentioned by name during the 

reign of John Hyrcanus (134-104 B.C.). After initially supporting the 
Pharisees, Hyrcanus became convinced that they were really op-
posed to him. He then espoused the cause of the Sadducees.

2. The word “Pharisee” means “separated ones.” Although some have 
suggested that the separation was from the common people, it is 
more probable that the Pharisees were so named because of their 



zeal for the law which involved separation from the influences of 
Hellenism.

3. The laws regarding ceremonial purity were strictly observed by the 
Pharisees. Furthermore, the particular domain of the Pharisees in 
pre-Christian Judaism was the synagogue. The synagogue seems to 
have had its origin in the Babylonian captivity when the Jews were 
prevented from participating in the sacrificial offerings which could 
be offered only in the Jerusalem temple.

C. The Sadducees.
1. The Sadducees were the party of the Jerusalem aristocracy and the 

high priesthood. They had made their peace with the political rulers 
and had attained positions of wealth and influence. The Sadducees 
held themselves aloof from the masses and were unpopular with 
them.

2. The Sadducees did not accept the oral law which developed under 
the Pharisees, and seem to have limited their canon to the Torah, or 
Pentateuch. They did not believe in resurrection, spirits or angels 
(Mark 12:18; Luke 20:27; Acts 23:8). They left no positive religious 
or doctrinal system.

3. With the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in A.D. 70, the Sad-
ducees came to an end. Modern Judaism traces its roots to the 
party of the Pharisees.

D. The Essenes.
1. A more extreme reaction against the influences which corrupted 

Jewish life was taken by the sect which the ancient writers Philo, 
Josephus and Pliny call the Essenes. They seem to have lived for 
the most part in monastic communities, such as the one which was 
headquartered at Qumran.

2. The life of the Essene was one of rigor and simplicity. Devotion and 
religious study occupied an important place in the community. 
Scripture and other religious books were studied and copied by 
members of the Essene community. Each Essene was required to 
perform manual labor to make the community self-supporting. 
Community of goods was practiced in the Essene communities, and 
strict discipline was enforced by an overseer.

E. The Herodians.
1. The Herodians are not mentioned outside the gospels, and the gos-

pels tell us nothing about them. The Herodians believed that the 
best interests of Judaism lay in cooperation with the Romans.

2. Their name was taken from Herod the Great, who sought to Roman-
ize Palestine. The Herodians were more of a political party than a 
religious sect.



F. The Zadokites.
1. The term “Zadokite” appears to be related to the word “Sadducee,” 

but the two groups had different historical developments.
2. Some have suggested that a group of spiritually minded priests, 

alarmed at the drift toward worldliness of early second century B.C. 
Sadduceeism, separated from it and formed the nucleus for the new 
group of “sons of Zadok.” Whether this movement found spiritual 
affinity with a group like the Essenes, or whether a new beginning 
is to be proposed for the group at this time is not clear.

G. The Zealots.
1. Roman rule was not popular with the majority of Jews. To the Phari-

sees, Roman rule was a punishment visited upon Israel because of 
its sins. It was to be accepted with humility, in prayerful anticipation 
of the day when God would remove the horrible Roman yoke.

2. A more extreme attitude was taken by the party known from the 
writings of Josephus as the Zealots. They first appeared in Galilee 
under the leadership of Judas the son of Ezekias during the early 
years of Roman rule. They refused to pay taxes and considered it a 
sin to acknowledge loyalty to Caesar.

3. Ultimately the Zealots were successful in winning the bulk of the 
people to their side. Their defiance of Rome brought on the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem in A.D. 70.

VII.Conclusion
A. In the days of Herod the Great, in an obscure corner of the Roman 

Empire, in the city which had been the birthplace of King David, Jesus 
was born. History took little note of His life. Only a few devoted disci-
ples espoused His cause.

B. To the Roman officials He was an insurrectionist; to the Jews, a blas-
phemer. In the hour of His trial, His disciples forsook Him. He was cru-
cified between two thieves. Yet His life and death introduced a new, 
wonderful age.


